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RICHARD JOANISSE and JACQUELINE JOHNSON 
An Essay On Student Resistance 
There are seventeen students in the class. 
Although it is a class in sociological theory, 
it could be any class whose subject matter is 
abstract and whose focus is on great thinkers, 
social-political interpretation, and ideas. 
Five of the students have assigned themselves 
to the front row. They complete the daily 
readings. They actively engage in conversation 
with us and with one another. At times, they chastise 
others in the room for their apparent disengagement. 
Their chastisement is not kindly received. 
The remainder of the students crowd toward 
the back. They are variously bored, resentful 
and hostile about works assigned. They argue 
with us daily about assignments-their difficulty 
or their relevance. They can barely contain 
themselves when the allotted class time has 
finished. This is the resistance. They constitute the 
majority. 
What are the sources of student resistance at an institution like our own, a regional 
state college, where students are working dass and the first generation of their fami-
lies to attend college? How do we value student resistance? What are the responsibili-
ties of those of us who teach in general education to overcome it? 
The student resistance we explore in this essay entails a reluctance to learn. It involves 
an unwillingness to actively read, discuss, or challenge ideas presented by classmates 
or instructors. Student resistance is characterized at times by passivity, at times by 
hostility. It includes an inability to let go of the taken-for-granted world as a way of 
critically scrutinizing it. 
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R e s i s t a n c e  i s  c o m m u n i c a t e d  v e r b a l l y .  W e  h e a r  i t  i n  t h e  c o m p l a i n t  t h a t  a  b o o k  o r  
l e c t u r e  i s  b o r i n g ,  r e p e t i t i v e ,  t o o  d i f f i c u l t ,  n o t  r e l e v a n t .  W e  s e n s e  r e s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  d i a l e c t i c  
o f  c l a s s r o o m  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  w h e n  s t u d e n t s  e x c h a n g e  s n i d e  c o m m e n t s  a n d  d i s p a r a g i n g  
l o o k s  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  b u t  c a n n o t  b e  g o a d e d  i n t o  d i a l o g u e  o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  W e  r e a d  
r e s i s t a n c e  o n  s t u d e n t  e s s a y s ,  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s t u d e n t  h a s  g i v e n  u p  b e f o r e  b e g i n n i n g ,  
i n  w h i c h  t h e  s t u d e n t  r e f u s e s  t o  g r a p p l e  w i t h  d i f f i c u l t  m a t e r i a l  a n d  s t r i v e s  o n l y  f o r  
a  m i n i m a l l y  a c c e p t a b l e  g r a d e .  
S t u d e n t  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  m o s t  a p p a r e n t ,  w e  t h i n k ,  i n  c l a s s e s  t h a t  d e a l  w i t h  a b s t r a c t i o n  
a n d  i d e a s  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  f a c t  a n d  e x a m p l e ,  a n d  i n  c l a s s e s  t h a t  a r e  d e s i g n e d  t o  e x a m i n e  
v a l u e s .  I t  i s  t h i s  r e s i s t a n c e  t h a t  w e  c o n s i d e r  h e r e .  
T h e  s t u d e n t s  w e  t e a c h  a r e ,  a l m o s t  w i t h o u t  e x c e p t i o n ,  w o r k i n g - a n d  l o w e r m i d d l e  
c l a s s .  T h e  m a j o r i t y  a r e  t h e  f i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  t o  r e c e i v e  a  c o l l e g e  e d u c a -
t i o n .  T h e y  h a v e  e n r o l l e d  i n  c o l l e g e  t o  e a r n  a  d e g r e e ,  b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a n  e d u c a -
t i o n .  T h e y  b e l i e v e  t h i s  c r e d e n t i a l  w i l l  p r o v i d e  t h e m  w i t h  j o b  s e c u r i t y  a n d  s o c i a l  s t a t u s  
t h a t  i s  h i g h e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  t h e i r  p a r e n t s .  T h e i r  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  l e a r n i n g  d e r i v e s  f r o m  
a  c l a s h  o f  c u l t u r e s ,  t h e i r s  a n d  t h e  a c a d e m i c  w o r l d ;  f r o m  t h e i r  i m m e d i a t e  s o c i a l  h i s t o -
r i e s ;  f r o m  t h e i r  s p e c i f i c  g o a l s  a n d  o b j e c t i v e s ;  a n d  f r o m  t h e  a b s t r a c t ,  t h e o r e t i c a l  s u b -
j e c t  m a t t e r  t h e y  e n c o u n t e r  i n  c o u r s e s  l i k e  o u r s ,  c o u r s e s  t h a t  d e a l  w i t h  v a l u e s  a n d  
i d e a s .  I t  i s  r e i n f o r c e d  b y  t h e  c o u n t e r - r e s i s t a n c e  t h e y  m e e t  i n  t h e i r  i n s t r u c t o r s  a n d  a u g -
m e n t e d  b y  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  i m p e r a t i v e s  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  
O t h e r s  h a v e  n o t e d  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  a n t e c e d e n t  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  s t u d e n t s  i n  t h e  h i g h  
s c h o o l  c l a s s r o o m  a s  a  s o u r c e  o f  r e s i s t a n c e .  ( M c N e i l ' s  w o r k  p r o v i d e s  t h e  b e s t  e x a m -
p l e . )  H e r e ,  t e a c h e r s  a r e  p r e o c c u p i e d  w i t h  c l a s s r o o m  c o n t r o l .  I n  e x c h a n g e  f o r  t h e i r  s t u -
d e n t s '  c o o p e r a t i o n ,  t e a c h e r s  p r o m i s e  t o  s i m p l i f y  c o u r s e  c o n t e n t  s o  t h a t  i t  c a n  b e  g r a s p e d  
w i t h  m i n i m a l  e f f o r t .  T h u s ,  t h e  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  o u r  s t u d e n t s  a r e  c h a r a c -
t e r i z e d  b y  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n ,  r e d u c t i o n i s m ,  a n d  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  " f a c t s " .  T h e i r  p r i o r  
a c a d e m i c  e n c o u n t e r s  d o  n o t  i n c l u d e  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  h a n d l e  a  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  e x p l a n a -
t i o n s  f o r  o n e  e v e n t  o r  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  i s s u e s  i n - d e p t h .  
T h e  s i n g l e  m o s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  s o u r c e  o f  r e s i s t a n c e  a t  o u r  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  t h e  
c l a s h  b e t w e e n  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  w o r k i n g - c l a s s  c u l t u r e  a n d  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  t h e  a c a d e m i c  w o r l d .  
W o r k i n g - c l a s s  s t u d e n t s  p e r c e i v e  t h e  w o r l d  o f  i n t e l l e c t  a s  e f f e t e .  W o r k i n g - c l a s s  c u l t u r e  
d i c h o t o m i z e s  m e n t a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  l a b o r ,  a n d  d i f f e r e n t i a l l y  v a l u e s  t h e  t w o .  T o  w o r k i n g -
c l a s s  s t u d e n t s ,  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  w o r l d  i s ,  b y  i t s  n a t u r e ,  f r i v o l o u s ,  a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  n o t  
v a l u a b l e .  ( P a u l  W i l l i s  d o c u m e n t s  t h i s  f o r  m a l e  w o r k i n g - c l a s s  s t u d e n t s .  W h i l e  i t  s e e m s  
l i k e l y  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  m a y  b e  s i m i l a r  f o r  f e m a l e s ,  w e  k n o w  o f  n o  e m p i r i c a l  e v i d e n c e  
t o  s u p p o r t  t h i s  c l a i m . )  S t u d e n t s  e n r o l l  i n  c o l l e g e  f o r  a  s p e c i f i c ,  p a r t i c u l a r  r e a s o n - t o  
e l e v a t e  t h e i r  s o c i a l  s t a t u s  b y  a c h i e v i n g  a  g o o d  j o b .  T h e i r  m o t i v a t i o n  i s  v o c a t i o n a l ;  
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they seek a degree first, an education second. 
Courses that deal with values, ideas and abstraction do not provide the immediate 
pay-off such students are seeking. The connection of these classes to the student's 
successful future is, at best, tenuous. To actively engage oneself in the materials of 
such a class or to identify with or become attached to the instructor is to renounce 
both the culture in which one resides, one's own sense of personal motivation, and 
even, for male students, one's masculinity. Moreover, working-class students do not 
have the luxury to intellectualize that their upper-middle-class counterparts do. For 
example, many work twenty or more hours per week to finance their college degree. 
Student resistance in liberal arts majors like our own, sociology, derives also from 
the fact that these are majors of last resort. Rejected by professional programs such 
as nursing, business, education, and physical therapy, which have secondary admit 
criteria to satisfy outside credentialing agencies, students find themselves academi-
cally adrift in their junior or even their senior year. They have already invested time 
and money in their education. They are, in addition, psychologically and socially 
committed to attaining a degree. They feel compelled to graduate in something ... any-
thing. And, they arrive at the door of the least restrictive liberal arts majors. Their 
choice of field can barely be called that. They are, at best, minimally engaged; at worst, 
they are openly hostile to their chosen area of study. 
At private institutions, where the liberal arts are viewed as having historic and intrin-
sic value, this is less a problem. The difficulty is exaggerated at schools like our own, 
whose clientele believe in the value of attaining a bachelor's degree, but only as a 
vehicle to a job. The convergence of vocation/avocation is less a part of the antece-
dent experience of our working-class students than it is of their middle-class peers. 
The few students we teach who have purposely, actively chosen sociology as a major, 
do so against the advice and to the consternation of their families. 
Student resistance is fostered by at least two other, independent dimensions. Teaching 
faculty in the liberal arts have, themselves, actively developed a response to a situa-
tion that they collectively (sometimes quietly) define as reprehensible. Again, taking 
our own regional state college as an example, we encounter a liberal arts faculty demoral-
ized by declining majors, increased mandates to provide service for professional pro-
grams for which they have little regard, and labor conditions (overcrowded classrooms; 
additional advising and teaching responsibilities) that, even more significantly than 
salaries, indicate the teachers' true value to the institution and to the society. 
Faculty resistance is exemplified in the attitude of disdain expressed for students 
in general. It is expressed in the open disregard many of our colleagues have for the 
majority of students they encounter in their classrooms. As one instructor said, "I 
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t e a c h  t o  2 5 %  o f  m y  s t u d e n t s .  I  c a n n o t ,  i n  g o o d  c o n s c i e n c e ,  d o  m o r e : '  
T h u s ,  f a c u l t y  m e e t  s t u d e n t  r e s i s t a n c e  i n  k i n d .  S o m e t i m e s  p a s s i v e ,  o f t e n  i n d i f f e r e n t ,  
o c c a s i o n a l l y  h o s t i l e ,  t h e y  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  g a p  b e t w e e n  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  c u l t u r e  a n d  t h e i r  
o w n .  T h a t  t h e y  d o  i t  u n w i t t i n g l y  i n  n o  w a y  l e s s e n s  t h e  e f f e c t .  F a c u l t y  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  
a n  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  o f  t h e  c l a s s r o o m  d i a l e c t i c .  
T h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o l l e g e  i t s e l f  m u s t  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  f u r t h e r  a u g m e n t i n g  s t u -
d e n t  r e s i s t a n c e .  T h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o p e r a t e s  a u t o n o m o u s l y ,  d r i v e n  b y  i t s  o w n  o r g a n i z a -
t i o n a l  i m p e r a t i v e s ,  w i t h o u t  r e g a r d  f o r  t h e  d a i l y  s u b s t a n c e  o f  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  c l a s s r o o m  
e n c o u n t e r s .  A s  a n  e x a m p l e ,  o n  t h e  f i n a l  d a y  o f  f a l l  r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  w h e n  e n r o l l m e n t s  
h a v e  e x c e e d e d  a n y o n e ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  t h e  l e a s t  c o n c e r n  o f  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  i s  t h e  d y n a m i c  
o f  c l a s s r o o m  i n s t r u c t i o n .  W h a t  i s  c r i t i c a l  i s  f i n d i n g  s p a c e  f o r  t h e  5 0 0  u n e x p e c t e d  s t u -
d e n t s  w h o  h a v e  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  c o l l e g e ' s  d o o r s t e p .  I n d i v i d u a l  o r  c o l l e c t i v e  a t t e m p t s  
o f  f a c u l t y  t o  d e v i s e  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  m e a n s  o f  o v e r c o m i n g  s t u d e n t  r e s i s t a n c e  q u i c k l y  f a l l  
b y  t h e  w a y s i d e ,  a s  m o r e  i m m e d i a t e  " m a n a g e m e n t "  c o n c e r n s  t a k e  p r e c e d e n c e .  
W h i l e  t h e  s t u d e n t  r e s i s t a n c e  w e  e n c o u n t e r  i s ,  i n  p a r t  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  s t u -
d e n t ' s  o w n  d e t e r m i n a t i o n s ,  i t  i s  n o t  p r e d i c a t e d  s o l e l y  o n  t h i s  v a r i a b l e .  R a t h e r ,  s t u -
d e n t  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  a  c o m p l e x ,  m u l t i - d i m e n s i o n a l  p r o d u c t :  i t  i s  b o r n  o f  s o c i a l  c l a s s  a n d  
s o c i a l  h i s t o r y ;  i t  i s  n u r t u r e d  b y  t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  o f  f a c u l t y  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  t h e i r  l a b o r  c o n -
d i t i o n s  a n d  b y  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n ' s  o w n  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  i m p e r a t i v e s .  I t  i s ,  i n  s h o r t ,  a  s o c i a l l y  
s t r u c t u r e d  r e s p o n s e  t o  o r  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  d i s e n c h a n t e d  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a c u l t y  
e n c o u n t e r .  
W h a t ,  t h e n ,  i s  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t o r  i n  o v e r c o m i n g  s t u d e n t  r e s i s -
t a n c e ?  T h e  r e v i v a l  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h i s  d e c a d e  e n t a i l s  a  c o m m i t -
m e n t  t o  j u s t  t h a t :  t h e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  o f  t h e  n e w  c l i e n t e l e  o f  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  
T h e s e  s t u d e n t s  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e i r  c o u n t e r p a r t s  a  d e c a d e  a g o .  T h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  
a r e  u n c l e a r  a b o u t  w h a t  t o  e x p e c t  f r o m  a  c o l l e g e  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  t h a t  t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n a l  
g o a l s  a r e  f a r  t o o  n a r r o w  d o e s  n o t  l e s s e n  o u r  d i s c i p l i n a r y  a n d  g e n e r a l  c o m m i t m e n t  
t o  e n g a g e  t h e m  i n  i n q u i r y  a n d  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  m i n d .  
W e  a r e  s o c i o l o g i s t s .  M a n y  o f  t h e  c o u r s e s  w e  t e a c h  a r e  i n  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  T h e s e  
c o u r s e s  i n v o l v e  s o c i a l - p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  v a l u e s  a n d  i d e a s .  T h e y  r e q u i r e  s t u -
d e n t s  t o  d e v e l o p  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e a d  a n d  c o m p r e h e n d  a b s t r a c t  i d e a s .  O u r  s p e c i f i c  c h a r g e  
i s  t o  e n a b l e  s t u d e n t s  t o  s t e p  o u t s i d e  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e i r  o w n  c u l t u r e  a n d  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u -
t i o n s ,  h o l d  t h e s e  u p  f o r  s c r u t i n y ,  a n d  e x a m i n e  c r i t i c a l l y  t a k e n - f o r - g r a n t e d  a s s u m p -
t i o n s  a b o u t  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y .  I t  i s  o u r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  m o v e  a l l  o f  o u r  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  t h e i r  
p r i v a t e  w o r l d s  o f  d i s c o u r s e  a n d  m o r a l i t y  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e ;  t o  e n c o u r a g e  s t u d e n t s  
t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  p r i v a t e  p r o b l e m s  c o l l e c t i v e l y  e x p e r i e n c e d  a r e  a  m a t t e r  f o r  p u b l i c  
d i s c u s s i o n ,  s c r u t i n y  a n d  r e s o l u t i o n ;  a n d  t o  m o t i v a t e  o u r  s t u d e n t s  i n  s u c h  a  w a y  t h a t  
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the dichotomy between the world of ideas and that of vocation is minimized. The 
fact that most of our students resist this education does not alter our responsibility. 
It is unfortunate that the decade's national reports on higher education/general 
education have, for the most part, ignored the dynamic, processual aspects of learn-
ing. They have, moreover, failed to discuss the structural variables-e.g., autonomous 
organizational imperatives; social class; and labor conditions-that affect the success 
or failure of particular general education programs. And, they have omitted consider-
ation of student and faculty "agency:• 
Our purpose in writing this essay is to draw attention to these factors as they co-
mingle to affect student resistance. Recognizing such resistance as a "product" is, we 
think, the first step in refining curriculum and in devising instructional means to 
overcome it. It is, furthermore, a precondition to redefining organizational structure 
in such a way that we approach an ideal classroom community in which faculty are 
freed to develop means to minimize student resistance. 
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